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The high population numbers predicted for the 
future should not lead the world to become
complacent about the ability of family
planning programs to have an impact.
Is the earth headed toward massive overpopulation by the year 2020 and beyond?Or is the world’s populace destined to decline because of the horrors of diseaseand war? Whatever the size of the population, will all mouths be fed in the com-
ing years?
The experts seem to agree that by the year 2020, the population will increase
from the current 6 billion people to about 7.6 billion people. But after that, the pre-
dictions vary wildly. The United Nations provides three possible projections of pop-
ulation after 2020, ranging from 5.6 billion to 17.5 billion people in the year 2100.
Though the far future may be uncertain, there is a current increase in popula-
tion of 75 million people per year in the developing world. Policymakers must
address this reality while paying attention to the realities behind the population
growth numbers of the more distant future.
However, according to researchers, policymakers should not just focus on the
sheer size of the population, but direct their attention to the implications of the
numbers, which will potentially vary more wildly than the numbers themselves. To
what geographic regions will the numbers be distributed? Will the regions have the
ability—or the “carrying capacity”—to sustain the population in terms of food and
income? Will population growth be counter-balanced by new technologies, for
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example, that increase food production to meet needs? Or will increases in food pro-
duction lead the population to grow even larger and exhaust the supply of food? What
will be the age distribution of the population? Will increased quality of life, social
services, and family planning programs help to substantially reduce fertility rates?
Population Movement Versus Population Growth
One of the most important forces behind population growth is the powerful impact
of policy incentives in reshuffling people around the globe. According to Steve Vosti,
an IFPRI research fellow, “There is an important distinction between population
growth and population movement. Policies must be examined to see if they are
inducing large numbers of people to migrate to areas where the ‘carrying capacity’
is lowest—to areas that are least able to sustain the large numbers of people.”
“If you have millions of people moving in a five-year period to agriculturally
marginal areas,” continued Vosti, “you can see that policies that affect population
movement might have a more immediate impact on the areas’ natural resource base
than policies that affect family fertility. Falling mortality rates also lead to popula-
tion increases that may far surpass policies to slow human fertility rates.”
Partially in response to policies that affect population movement, large num-
bers of people have settled over the past decades in coastal and river regions, accord-
ing to Thomas Merrick, senior advisor for population at the World Bank. “This
causes problems in terms of water resources, for example, in the Eastern
Mediterranean. Good governance and good management, planned far in advance,
are critical for coping with these pressures. Governments should not distort the
incentive system so that the real costs of land and water use are artificially reduced.”
But increases in population density don’t have to signal an imminent
Malthusian crunch. As the population grows, according to Peter Hazell of IFPRI,
the carrying capacities of currently productive lands can be increased through envi-
ronmentally sustainable agricultural technologies. Contrasting with Green
Revolution technology where the same improvements could be applied across the
board, many sustainable technologies are location-specific and require more com-
plex management schemes. However, such technologies as pest-resistant crops could
increase crop yields with little harm to the environment. In fact, some researchers
say agricultural technologies, if invested in now, could increase food production
enough to feed everyone—no matter which of the projections is realized.
Marginal Areas
But many of the world’s poor live in marginal areas, such as hillsides and forest mar-
gins, where the prospects for increasing productivity in food are limited. Experts say
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that more research is needed on how to increase the carrying capacity of this land,
but, in the meantime, actions can be taken, including establishing “market linkages.”
“In marginal areas, often people are trying to subsist on the food they grow in
their own backyard,” said Vosti. “But this is extremely demanding on their piece of
land, and often not sustainable over the long run. What is needed are ‘market link-
ages’—the ability to grow a cash crop or extract a product from their land and sell
it at market for money in order to purchase instead of grow food. Coffee, for exam-
ple, grows well in some marginal areas where food crops do not. But there has to
be a good market for coffee—a mechanism by which coffee can be exchanged for
food at reasonable rates throughout the year.”
Finally, Vosti notes the importance of considering the proportion of the pop-
ulation that is of working age versus the proportion that is not. “If a large portion
of the population is over the age of 60 and under the age of 10, you may have real
problems in terms of the ability of working people and governments to keep income
and food production up enough to sustain the ‘dependent’ components of the
population.”
Quality of Life and Population
Those who are just looking at the population numbers, not the moral issues, may
ask: Once people are well fed, whether on marginal or productive lands, won’t this
increase population growth and exacerbate the world’s state of overcrowding and
environmental devastation? Just as construction of new highways seems to breed
even more cars and traffic jams, will increases in the food supply lead to further
increases in population?
Not so, say researchers. “If food is available at affordable prices for poor peo-
ple—if there is sufficient ‘food availability’—this will be a critical factor in increas-
ing the general welfare of the family and, therefore, contributes to decreases in infant
and child mortality,” said Vosti. “When people are eating better and are better off,
they tend to invest more in each child, instead of investing in larger numbers of chil-
dren, and family fertility rates tend to fall.”
Also contributing to increased quality of life and, therefore, reduced fertility rates
are investments in social programs, such as in education, particularly for women.
“We have had favorable outcomes in our literacy rates, fertility rates, and infant
mortality because of decades of investment in people,” said Dr. Rebeca Grynspan
Mayufis, past vice president of Costa Rica and a member of the international advi-
sory committee for the 2020 Vision initiative. “Education has been at the center of
our concerns since the 19th century and the main factor that explains where we are
today. We have obligatory, free education for both girls and boys and have had a
recent expansion of secondary school education for both genders. Our literacy rate
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is now 95 percent, and this makes people more receptive to family planning mes-
sages.” In the 1960s, the country brought down its population growth rate by
more than 33 percent.
Family Planning
Another critical force in controlling and reducing population growth is family plan-
ning programs. According to Robert Engelman, director of the population and envi-
ronment program of Population Action International, the high population numbers
predicted for the future should not lead the world to become complacent about the
ability of family planning programs to have an impact.
“Population growth is not a mechanistic, easily predictable pattern,” said Engel-
man. “There is a combination of good and bad ‘wild cards’ that could change the
current pattern of population growth tremendously. Birth rates could go down faster
than expected or death rates could reverse their historic decline and go up. The
numbers provided to us by the demographers are not predictions, but projections
based on assumptions, and the low projections are equally as plausible as the high
projections.”
According to Engelman, one of the main goals of the International Conference
on Population and Development in Cairo and population organizations around the
world is to put in place policies that encourage worldwide achievement of “replace-
ment” level fertility—2.1 children per family. The average fertility rate is now 4 chil-
dren per family. He says this reduction could potentially be achieved by meeting all
of the world’s unmet demand for family planning services, closing the gender gap
in education, and improving women’s status in the family and workplace.
“The agriculture and population communities have a common cause,” said
Engelman. “It’s in the interest of the agricultural development community to sup-
port family planning and social programs because these programs will make their
job of feeding the world easier. By the same token, it’s in the interest of the popu-
lation community for people to be well fed, healthy, and able to make choices about
their own lives.”
However, according to Vosti, “Bringing down fertility rates will be a slow
process, and millions of new mouths will have to be fed in the meantime. Yet, these
new mouths are most likely to be born in areas least able to feed them, and, there-
fore, there are three alternatives for preventing hunger: sustainably increasing agri-
cultural productivity, destroying the natural environment, or providing massive food
aid. The only reasonable alternative is the first, and the time to begin was yesterday.”
